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Abstract
This paper discusses the integration of dance/movement therapy and internal family
systems. I proposed the integration of these two frameworks as a way to foster individuals’
ability to develop a more solidified sense of self, purpose, and agency in their lives by using the
information from the body to identify parts that may be hindering their full wellness. I
implemented a three-part structure that included an internal family systems meditation, artistic
processing, and movement at a day treatment program for four weeks with a group of five
Caucasian women between the ages of 53 and 67. This work has taught me that the body can be
used as an information source to uncover and explore parts of the self that have been blocked or
ignored. Integrating these two therapeutic frameworks allows for integration of the self and a
stronger mind-body connection that can allow individuals to live fully. The intervention that I
have created offers a structure for future dance/movement therapists to use in their work and also
supports the limited research that is available regarding the integration of these two frameworks.

Keywords: dance/movement therapy, internal family systems, inner witness, nonverbal
expression, kinesthetic empathy, purpose, integration, vitalization, mind-body connection,
movement intervention
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Moving Parts: The Integration of Dance/Movement Therapy and Internal Family Systems,
An Evolving Method
This academic year, I had the opportunity to intern at a group therapy day treatment
program in Massachusetts. I have been exposed to several populations, clients and group therapy
approaches that are used in day treatment. During my first day of observing groups, I was
introduced to the Internal Family Systems Model (IFS). As a dance/movement therapist, my
initial thought was, "How can this work with movement?" After mulling it over for a few weeks
and educating myself further about the theoretical framework, I experienced an "Aha!" moment
and thought of my title, "Moving Parts." When I began looking for past research that was
available for this topic, I quickly discovered my limited options. Upon further reflection, I
realized I wanted to expand my repertoire of interventions within my practice as well as offer an
innovative intervention for the dance/movement therapy community at large.
The population I am working with at my internship is vast. This work has opened my
eyes to how prevalent mental illness is in society as well as the importance of treatment. This site
was my first experience in a group therapy setting and I have developed such a passion for this
work over the past eight months. In particular, I have had the opportunity to co-lead a small
group called Food, Body, and Emotions. This group focuses on how our bodies are affected by
emotions, thoughts, and feelings, as well as how we nourish our bodies. This group is comprised
of five women ages 53-67 with a variety of diagnoses including depression, anxiety, posttraumatic stress disorder, and social phobia. The women in this group all struggle with their
sense of self and purpose. They do not currently have occupations and structure most of their
days around coming to day treatment program and other appointments that support their mental
health treatment. They often feel like they are "stuck" and not sure where their path will lead
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them next. I was inspired to develop a method that would help them understand themselves on a
body level with the goal of getting to know parts of themselves that they had not yet explored.
To do this, I worked to develop an intervention that combines Internal Family Systems and
dance/movement therapy.
Dance/movement therapy (DMT) is multidisciplinary, combining the field of mental
health counseling and dance and/or movement. Dance/movement therapy, a therapeutic modality
that offers many types of interventions, allows individuals to use the body as an information
source by turning the focus inward and creating a deeper awareness of the self on a visceral
level. The American Dance/Movement Therapy Association (ADTA) defines DMT as:
a process-driven approach to psychotherapy that involves embodied experiences through
dance and movement to promote healing, self-growth, and wellness in individuals and
communities. Dance/movement therapy is grounded in ancient healing, spiritual, and
cultural practices that are integrated with contemporary approaches to psychotherapy.
The intersectionality of mind, body, and spirit is facilitated through the use of
spontaneous, creative movement expression, body awareness, and nonverbal
communication. The practice of dance/movement therapy respects the sociocultural
context of individuals, groups, and communities across all ages, genders, and abilities
(American Dance Therapy Association’s Multicultural & Diversity Committee, 2021).
Similar to the field of DMT, the Internal Family Systems Model (IFS), developed by Richard
Schwartz is a psychotherapeutic intervention that examines different parts of the self from a
holistic perspective and how they work together to create a system in the individual. The IFS
framework aims to avoid pathologizing individuals and to see each part of the self as having its
own purpose.
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Both IFS and DMT are rooted in the belief that if individuals turn their focus internally
and notice physical sensations, it can allow the individual to find a sense of self and integration.
Haddock et. al (2017) states that IFS can help individuals “address the parts of themselves that
may hold stress, shame, or feelings of worthlessness,” (p.134). Susan Cahill (2015), a
dance/movement therapist who has worked to integrate IFS with Authentic Movement, a
dance/therapy concept, states “To know ourselves we need to feel and interpret our physical
sensations,” (p 259). Both of these ideas support the notion that the body holds information that
can foster self-awareness and aid in developing a sense of self and purpose.
Throughout my research and the trajectory of the implementation of this method, I
articulated several themes that seemed to be most salient to this work. The first theme is
nonverbal expression. Dance therapy offers an avenue to express emotions nonverbally which
can be helpful for individuals limited in their ability to articulate their feelings. Next, the theme
of self-awareness as well as its sub-themes of developing an inner witness and agency, became
clear to me. IFS offers an interesting and effective framework that gives clients the agency to
choose the part they want to work with in that session, allowing them to have autonomy in their
treatment. By guiding the clients through an experiential where they get to choose the part they
work with, they learn to become self-aware and develop their internal witness, allowing them to
assign their own meaning to internal processes. Next, two themes that I identified in my work
that reflected the work of Claire Schmais, an influential dance/movement therapist, were
vitalization, “investing people with the power to live,” (p. 25, 1985) and integration, “achieving a
sense of unity within the individual,” (p. 26, 1985). Lastly, one of the key themes that came up
for me and the participants after implementing the intervention was the theme of kinesthetic
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empathy. Kinesthetic empathy refers to being able to relate to another person on a body level
allowing them to feel seen and heard, which is precisely what my clients experienced.
My goal for this project was to offer an intervention that effectively combines the
concepts of both DMT and IFS for any population. I had the opportunity to implement this
intervention structure at my site in the group discussed above which was comprised of five adult
women with various diagnoses. To accurately reflect and evaluate my intervention, focusing on
the experiences of the group members with vital. By adding an artistic reflection and movement
creation component to IFS, the participants had the ability to express themselves nonverbally as
well as articulate their own internal processes based on their own subjective experience. This
process worked to help the individuals to develop their own inner witness and to empower the
participants to identify and give voice to the parts of themselves that might not otherwise have
come to the forefront.
Review of the Literature
Introduction
The therapeutic process may seem overwhelming and unattainable to many individuals
based on the amount of time and energy it takes to engage in the work. Therapy requires
commitment and willingness to be vulnerable which can be intimidating for many. From my own
experience, it is evident that the body holds an abundance of information about the self. By
attending to the information that the body is offering, one can identify the areas that may need to
be uncovered to live a full and integrated life. Also, utilizing the body as an information source is
a more tangible means towards healing and may also allow the therapeutic process to occur more
authentically. By combining philosophies of DMT and IFS individuals have an opportunity to
discover the nuances that the body possesses that can clear a path towards healing.
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The research available that discusses this particular intersection of frameworks is limited,
possibly due to the relative newness of IFS and undocumented research. It is clear that the
integration of IFS and DMT concepts is possible based on available literature combining IFS
with other expressive therapies. This literature includes the work of Turns et. al (2020)
combining IFS with sand tray therapy and the work of Susan Cahill (2015) combining IFS with
authentic movement, a DMT practice. Based on the definition of DMT and the
psychotherapeutic framework that IFS offers in examining parts of the self for increased selfawareness, it seems natural that these frameworks can and should be used in conjunction in
therapy. Specifically, for populations searching and longing for a solidified sense of self, purpose
and increased support. I will begin this review by briefly discussing IFS and its concepts.
Internal Family Systems
Internal Family Systems is a form of psychotherapy that, much like dance/movement
therapy, asks individuals to shift their focus "inside" (Schwartz, 2001, pg. 2). This theory is
rooted in the belief that the mind contains many sub-personalities which are referred to as parts
(Scott, 2010). These parts work together and form a system, much like a family. There are no
bad parts in our system, just parts that sometimes do not get along, feel overworked, or
underworked but all parts want what is best for the Self (Scott, 2010). The 'Self' is the
compilation of all that we are and allows us to witness, experience, and guide our other parts Our
"Self" is different from our parts in the sense that it is the most grounded, true part of ourselves
and the most authentic version of who we are.
There are three types of parts: managers, firefighters, and exiles. Managers are proactive
protectors and are the parts of ourselves that want to control all aspects of our lives and aim to
prevent the feelings elicited by exiles (Scott, 2010). Firefighters are the reactive protectors, are
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impulsive, and want to keep exiles away when they are activated (Scott, 2010). Exiles are the
younger parts of ourselves that we subconsciously repress and hold experiences such as trauma,
memories, and sensations and emotions associated with past experiences (Scott, 2010). There are
no "bad" or "good" parts. Our parts work together to both manage and protect our internal system
and manifest themselves in the body in very different ways. Mangers are experienced or seen in
the body as rigidity, tension, breath constriction, pain, muscle constriction, and restrained
impulses (Scott, 2010). Firefighters are experienced as anxiety, pain, panic, illness, cravings,
impulses, and hyper-vigilance (Scott, 2010). Exiles are experienced as feelings of emptiness,
lethargy, depression, shame, and pain (Scott, 2010).
In addition to the parts that create our system, all individuals are born with a Self, and
this Self aims to lead the system in a cohesive manner (Schwartz, 2020). The Self possesses the
qualities necessary for leadership including, “compassion, perspective, curiosity, acceptance and
confidence” (Schwartz, 2020). The other parts that make us, managers, firefighters, and exiles,
do the work to protect the Self from danger or trauma. This can sometimes cause our parts to
over function and overwhelm the Self, resulting in a phenomenon in IFS known as blending.
When blending occurs, the Self sees the world through this part, rather than the more rational
Self-led mind (Schwartz, 2020). The Self remains whole and can foster harmony and balance
within the system if the parts allow it to lead (Schwartz, 2020).
When different parts of the system are articulated in IFS work, the part is given space to
speak, figuratively. When individuals speak from a certain part, they are accessing this part in a
way that allows time and space for processing any underlying emotions or feelings that are
present in the moment. Being rooted in the belief that individuals have the ability and capacity to
self-heal by trusting one’s innate resources (Schwartz, 2020), it is clear that IFS is a more body-
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based psychotherapeutic framework, offering the opportunity to check in with the self on a body
level and allowing the individual to feel and sense the information the body is offering. By this, I
mean that by attuning to one's own body and noticing how thoughts, feelings, and emotions
manifest themselves in bodily sensations, an avenue for further examination through movement
is created. I am posing that we encourage individuals to embody these parts using theories rooted
in dance therapy, similar to the work of Susan Cahill (2015).
Nonverbal Expression
For many individuals who are not comfortable expressing their emotions with words, it
can be helpful to express oneself nonverbally. This is where the intersection of frameworks that I
have proposed can come into play. At the beginning stages of my internship, I noticed that the
groups which used some sort of artistic processing seemed to elicit good conversation and further
group dynamics, as it allowed each individual to notice their personal process. However, much
of this reflection was art-based rather than body-based. Turns et. al (2020) discusses the benefits
of integrating sand tray therapy with IFS and states, “What makes this integration so natural, is
IFS is inherently integrative in its treatment approach, and the sand tray is a natural tool for many
in articulating through symbolic meaning-making, their internal world through a visual
representation,” (p. 80). Much like sand tray therapy, a nonverbal technique to express emotions
and gain awareness of internal processes, dance/movement therapy also offers a nonverbal
approach to expressing emotions.
While sand tray therapy utilizes a more visual and tactile approach with objects, allowing
clients to create their own world, DMT utilizes the body of the client. Cahill (2015) states,
“Some of the most vulnerable parts may feel less threatened when they express themselves in
movement rather than in words” (p.254). However, it is important to remember that although the
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client should be doing most of the work, the therapist has a responsibility to hold space and
encourage the use of the body to aid in nonverbal expression. Claire Schmais (1985) states, “The
dance therapist seeks to develop the intensity required for emotion change by reinforcing those
movement patterns which lead to emotional expression” (p. 20-21). When implementing my
method, I noticed the importance of my role as the facilitator. As both the facilitator and the
person who was introducing the participants to dance therapy concepts for the first time, I needed
to offer a substantial amount of verbal and nonverbal validation in the group to encourage the
clients to be nonjudgmental of themselves and listen to their bodies. By bringing the focus back
to the body, the client can gain awareness of their internal sensations, which have the power to
inform the mind resulting in a deeper mind-body connection.
Developing an Inner Witness
Susan Cahill, an independent dance therapy practitioner, developed a structure that works
to blend Authentic Movement (a DMT technique developed by Mary Whitehouse) and Internal
Family Systems. Authentic Movement (AM) is a dance/movement therapy practice where there
is a mover (typically the client) and a witness (typically the therapist). Cahill (2015) states that
the AM and IFS integration intervention “develops the client’s inner witness or Self” meaning
that the client is able to become more self-aware (p. 252). Cahill shares that most, if not all, of
her clients, had difficulty with finding their sense of agency, which refers to the feeling of being
in charge of one's own life and knowing that you have the power to shape your own path (Cahill,
2015). The women with which I am focusing for this project are similar to Cahill's clients in this
way. Cahill (2015) found that the combined work, referring to IFS and Authentic Movement,
“offers clients ways to be aware of their body, thoughts, feeling, images and sensations, thereby
affecting their sense of agency,” (p. 249).
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Although this study had a contextually different population, a study done by Mojita et. al,
examined IFS as a tool to foster self-awareness in therapists. Mojita et. al defines self-awareness
as “momentary recognition of and attention to their immediate thoughts, emotions, physiological
responses and behaviors during a therapy session,” (p.68, 2014). IFS promotes self-awareness by
providing a structure to explore one’s parts (Mojita, 2014). When implementing my method, I
aimed to provide participants with this structure to aid in their healing and recovery. The
structure discussed by Mojita et. al was based on a discussion format with the therapist and
client. To modify this to suit the needs of a group therapy setting and to reflect more of a bodybased practice, I included these prompts in meditation, rather than a discussion. When asking
clients to answer these questions, the fostering of both parts and self-awareness exploration
occurs, offering the client a new, more articulate way of looking at the parts of themselves and
how they work together to form a system.
During my initial planning stages, I read two articles that discussed the use of Laban
Movement Analysis and the benefits of using this movement assessment tool as a means to
emotionally regulate (Shafir, 2016) and develop an inner witness (Payne, 2017). Laban
Movement Analysis (LMA) is a movement assessment tool that is often used by dance therapists
to describe and document the movement patterns of their clients (Shafir et. al., 2016). Shafir et.
al (2016) analyzed nonscripted, complex movements with Laban Movement Analysis and from
the non-scripted movements, identified unique sets of Laban movement components that were
associated with the feelings of happiness, sadness, fear, or anger. This group of researchers was
one of the first to suggest techniques for using LMA associations for emotional regulation, rather
than emotional recognition, which has been done in many other studies. These researchers
suggested that “If feedback from movement affects emotional state, then reducing the frequency
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of Laban motor components shown to enhance unwanted emotional state may also empower
emotional resiliency” (Shafir et. al, 2016, pg.).
Helen Payne's article discusses the areas of embodied simulation, Laban Movement
Analysis, and Authentic Movement. Payne argues that "When movement analysts observe and
ascribe meaning to movement by using LMA categories, they are doing more than applying a
cognitive understanding of those categories," (Payne, p. 173, 2017). Payne goes further to say
that when LMA analysts or therapists, in general, observe movement they tend to categorize the
movement that they observe in the mover and assign their own meaning and interpretation
(Payne, 2017). This paper is not opposing the LMA system in and of itself, rather the idea of
assigning meaning to internal processes that are not that of the observers. I am suggesting that
when dance/movement therapy concepts are coupled with other therapeutic frameworks, such as
IFS, it can empower individuals to analyze their own internal processes. Through the use of a
structured IFS meditation to access parts that need space, art reflection, and movement
expression, individuals can practice witnessing themselves and assigning their own meaning to
their internal processes.
These articles inspired much of the movement processing for the first session’s
movement intervention, specifically, consciously changing movement quality to change the
relationship to the part of self with which the individual is working. However, the concept of
changing movement quality to change our emotional state did not carry through for all four
sessions. I realized that just merely creating a movement to reflect the part of the self they
worked with was enough for the clients to begin to develop their own understanding of and
relationship with the part. I felt that by asking the participants to change their movement quality
towards the part they were working with that I was assuming that was what they needed. When it
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was time for the movement processing section of the intervention, the participants had trouble
changing the quality of their movement. They verbalized that they did not want to change that
part which signaled to me that that it is valid to have negative feelings or emotions towards some
parts of the self. The feelings towards whatever part the client was working with did not
necessarily need to be changed. The challenge in creating a movement to represent that part of
themselves was therapeutic enough itself as evidenced by an overall feeling of calm energy at the
end of the session. Hence, my variation in the structure for the following sessions allowed
ultimate agency for the participants as they were not told to change this emotion toward their
part, but just notice this part and express whatever it needed.
Vitalization and Integration
The work of Claire Schmais has been instrumental in the group dance therapy field. Her
goal with this article was to identify processes in dance/movement therapy groups that could be
examined by other empirical research and observation. The healing processes that she identified
are synchrony, expression, rhythm, vitalization, integration, cohesion, education, and symbolism
(Schmais, 1985). The processes that were the most salient in my work were integration and
vitalization. A study by Switzman et. al which examined the Neuromuscular Integrative Action
and its effects on middle aged women was instrumental in the development of my method.
Although NIA is not a DMT practice, the outcomes that the women in the Switzman study
experienced from this practice reflected what I wanted for the participants in my study. This
article was the piece of my research that clarified the population with which I wanted to work, as
well as the specific goal of the intervention I wanted to create.
Switzman et. al discussed the experience of middle-aged women and their
Neuromuscular Integrative Action (NIA) practice. "NIA is based on the philosophy that 'fitness
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must address the human being, not just the body' (Rosas & Rosas, 2004, p. 17) and what is
experienced while participating in NIA becomes internalized and incorporated into life,"
(Switzman et. al, 2011, p. 152). Also, NIA offers a structure in which participants receive group
support, much like dance therapy groups. The women reported a feeling of “wholeness” within
the body, as well as a sense of re-awakening and becoming more attuned with the body
(Switzman, 2011). The healing processes that Schmais (1985) researched further support the
idea that body movement allows individuals to loosen their rigid patterns that prevent feeling
“whole” and release impulses in order to “re-own their experience and connect it to other
experiences,” (p. 28). This also group members to relate and create a deeper sense of community
and safety.
Integration is defined by Schmais as “achieving a sense of unity within the individual and
a sense of community between internal and external reality,” (p. 26, 1985). This is exactly what
both IFS and DMT aim to accomplish. DMT offers a unique approach to integration as it focuses
on the use of the body to facilitate said unity. IFS offers tools and a framework to examine the
parts of the self that are hidden or muted to understand the Self. Schmais (1985) states, “The
interrelationship of all the components of one’s experience are the bases for a dynamically
evolving, unitary and integrated sense of self,” (p. 29). The components that Schmais speaks
about are similar to the language of the parts used in IFS. The use of these two frameworks
together can foster exploration of all parts of the self. “As self-esteem rises, one is willing to
reclaim those part of herself/himself that were hidden from others” (Schmais, p. 29, 1985). As
the participants get to know themselves better and understand the different parts of themselves,
they begin to realize their purpose and become more confident in their experiences that have
created who they are.
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Vitalization is defined by Schmais as, “investing people with the power to live,” (p. 25,
1985). She posits that we are all born with vitality, but it is stunted by growing up and the fact
that our energy often gets misdirected (Schmais, 1985). With IFS, individuals are allowed to
examine parts of the self that were created when they were young. By guiding the participants to
examine parts of themselves that may have stunted their vitality and will to live, they were able
to gain insight into these parts and be able to understand their function in the system.
In the last discussion that occurred after session four of my intervention at my site, the
topic of anger was very prevalent. The participants shared experiences in which they felt they
were not allowed to feel angry and how anger is viewed as a negative emotion. They shared that
they were all taught that anger is bad and that women should be quiet and reserved. Schmais
(1985) states that "…the most striking aspects of the dance therapy session is to witness the
energy that is liberated with the expression of angry feelings. So much vitality is contained by
holding in anger and holding back rage," (p. 25, 1985). By using IFS to guide parts work that can
uncover angry parts, the participants may find more vitality in their lives and be able to let the
parts of themselves that have been held back for so long have a voice.
Kinesthetic Empathy
Empathy is defined as the ability to understand the experience of another person and the
attempt to experience someone’s “inner life” (Fischman, p. 33, 2009). It is also based on the
notion that both individuals are involved in the empathetic process and trying to put themselves
in another person’s shoes (Fischman, 2009). During session 2 of my intervention at my
internship, many of the participants spoke about how the parts and emotions that others shared
were relatable. This feeling of relatedness added an unexpected layer to this intervention.
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Experiencing and sensing what another person senses is precisely what the concept of kinesthetic
empathy discusses.
Young defines kinesthetic empathy as “being born out of observing and embodying the
movement of another with awareness towards one’s own ‘emotional bodily reactions’” (p. 181,
2017). Although fostering kinesthetic empathy within the group was not an original treatment
objective, it quickly became a theme that I was able to enhance and build upon each session.
Young discusses the technique of mirroring, a basic DMT technique used to foster kinesthetic
empathy. In the last stage of each session, each participant shared a movement or gesture which
was mirrored by the rest of the group. Mirroring does not only involve mimicking someone’s
movement or gesture but offers empathetic reflection to other groups member by “entering into
the movement experience of another,” (Young, pg. 181, 2017). By attending to the nuances of
others' movement including muscle tension, rhythm, and emotional expression, the mover feels
seen and heard on a body level as well as feeling a deeper level of validation (Young, 2017).
The use of kinesthetic empathy can also be applied to foster a more solidified sense of
self in the world. Fischman states, “Consciousness of oneself as an embodied individual in the
world is founded on empathy- on one’s empathetic cognition of others and others’ empathy
cognition of oneself” (Fischman, p. 46, 2009). If the participants in a group can understand and
empathize with other group members on a movement level, they may come to understand that
process or feeling within themselves that they may not have been able to articulate previously.
This further supports the efficacy of dance/movement therapy in a group setting and the many
avenues for healing that it provides.
Method
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For this method, the participants were five adult Caucasian women with an age range of
53-67 with various diagnoses including depression, anxiety, PTSD, and social phobia. The
therapy group that I implemented this work with is focused on how our bodies are affected by
emotions, thoughts, and feelings, as well as how we nourish our bodies. In addition, three of the
participants are members of another group at the program where the clinician also uses an IFS
framework. The body-based work that both DMT and IFS have to offer was accessible to the
participants in this group, even if they did not feel very comfortable with movement in general. I
implemented this intervention four times (once per week for four weeks) and each intervention
lasted about 45 minutes allowing time after to debrief. I provided clipboards, blank paper, and
markers/pens for art processing and journaling.
To begin this work, I developed a session structure that I implemented at my internship
site. The structure I followed began with an IFS parts meditation which was geared towards the
processing or theme that I wanted to focus on that day. I modified the structure of the work of
Mojita et. al (2014) to better suit the goal of my intervention. The series of prompts that are
posed in Mojita’s structure is the following: (1) identify and focus on a part and how it shows up
for you in the body, (2) identify the client’s feelings towards that part, (3), identify the part’s role
in the client’s system, (4) identifying the fears of the part and (5), what the part wants for the
entire system as a whole (Mojita et, al, 2014). Then we moved into an artistic response which
included journaling, drawing, doodling, and further meditation if needed. I then led the group in
a movement processing phase which varied each session. Finally, our closing was typically
concise with some deep breaths to re-settle back into the space. I invited the participants to thank
their parts for doing the showing up for them that day, take a few deep breaths to shake off any
residual parts, and ended with a short discussion of the participant’s experience in that session. I
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took notes on our discussion afterward and created an artistic response following each group
based on the participant's experience that they shared verbally, as well as my experience leading
the group. After all four sessions took place, I compared my artwork and identified themes that
seemed to have a through-line throughout all of the sessions.
After each session, I invited the participants into a discussion to share and process their
experiences. They were not required to share but usually, everyone found comfort in sharing
with the rest of the group. The themes discussed in the literature review were present in the
discussion but a few other themes arose as a result of the work done during the intervention.
These themes included uncovering hidden or unknown parts of the self, acceptance, intention,
and the topic of dealing with anger in the context of the female experience.
As I was implementing my intervention, I adapted my structure to clarify the direction of
each session. I began to create a variation on the general structure for each session focusing on a
different question or self-reflection exercise. This question or self-reflection piece directly
reflected the movement portion of the intervention. This would allow my clients to deepen their
understanding of their own internal system with different expressive techniques. In addition, this
allowed me to broaden my process as the facilitator and develop my structure to suit the needs of
the clients in the group in the best way possible.
Session 1
This session was the most general session in terms of accessing parts of self. I began with
a parts meditation, inviting the group members to turn their focus inward and notice any
sensations, emotions, or feelings that were surfacing. I then asked them to mindfully choose one
part to work with that day and ask the other parts to take a step back to give this part space. Next,
I led them through a sensory experience, inviting them to get to know this part with each of their
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senses and possibly identify where it lives in the body. By looking at one specific part of
themselves, they were able to gain insight on the place that this part might be stemming from,
furthering their journey towards knowing their whole self.
After further queries about the part, I invited them to a close with a few deep breaths. I
then asked them to pick up their clipboard and writing/art materials to reflect on the part that
came up for them today in whichever art medium they preferred for ten minutes. After ten
minutes, I asked them to put their clipboards down, stand up, and share a movement about how
they felt towards the part that they worked with today. I then asked them to change the quality of
that movement to display how they wished to feel towards that part. “Damasio brings further
evidence to the idea that mental functions are essentially modulated by the organism, namely that
they are essentially embodied” (Bortolan, p. 4, 2016), suggesting that we, the organism, can
modulate our emotions, further supporting the work of Shafir et. al (2017) and the idea that
individuals can modulate emotion.
Session 2
After implementing session 1, I was able to rework my structure and theme for session
two in a way that allowed for more natural movement expression and less time for overthinking
on the participant's end. To do this, I introduced movement earlier on in the session during the
meditation section while they were already focusing on their bodies and sensation. I began with a
similar parts meditation, inviting them to turn their focus inward and begin to notice any parts
that seemed to be surfacing today. I asked them to choose one part to work with that might have
been the same or different from the week before and get to know it more. I asked the question of
“Why?” if the same part came up again and asking “Why?” to this new part that might have been
coming up as well. I also asked the group to engage in any sort of movement that they might
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need at the moment that might help them access that part better. I then asked them to stand up
out of their chairs and turn away from the inside of the circle facing their chairs.
When the participants were standing, I invited them to take on what this part would be on
a body level. What kind of body language would this part have? What stance or direction/facing
would this part have? I then invited them to turn back towards the inside of the circle and lead a
closing for the meditation section, inviting them back to the space. For this session's processing,
I asked the participants to journal only for this intervention, inviting them to write from the part
with which they were working and allowing this part to have a voice. I provided them with
paper, clipboards, and a writing utensil. I did not offer the option of art materials or
drawing/doodling for this session. After journaling for 5-10 minutes, I asked the participants to
identify any words, phrases, or sentences in their journaling that they felt comfortable sharing
with the group. From there, I had each group member embody the word, phrase, or sentence with
movement and asked the rest of the group to mirror back. We went around the circle twice, one
both verbally and nonverbally and once completely nonverbal. We then pieced all of the
movements together creating a group phrase that included everyone's movement. To end, I
invited the group to thank their parts for showing up and lead everyone in three deep breaths to
regroup and prepare for discussion.
Session 3
I was able to reflect on my structure for sessions 1 and 2 and identified some areas that
needed more structure not only for the participants but also for myself as the facilitator. I felt as
though I was not providing enough body activation before the meditation which may have been
hindering the participants' ability to access their parts on a body level. For this meditation, I
began by just asking the participants to notice their breath, the rhythm of their breath, and the
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rise and fall of their chest with the breath. I then invited the participants to "breathe life" into all
four limbs, their heads, and their core. After returning to their normal breathing rhythm, I
continued with a parts meditation, similar to sessions 1 and 2. However, this time, I asked the
participants to identify where in the body this part was being sensed and to place a hand there,
bringing awareness to this part and sensation. I then asked them to imagine holding this part in
their hands to give it some physical space. I asked them to focus on what this part was trying to
tell them, notice what the part’s purpose might be and what the part was protecting them from. I
then invited them to hold this part with care and breathe life into this part just as a breathed life
into the limbs, head, and core earlier. While holding the part with care, I asked them to reflect on
how it felt to hold this part with care and notice if they were resistant. I closed the meditation by
asking the participants to release their part from their hands and leading a few deep breaths as a
group. For the processing part of this section, I asked the participants to write, draw, continue
with meditation/breathing, or use movement to reflect upon holding their part with care. After
processing their experience with art, I invited the participants to stand again and bring their part
back into their hands. I invited them to mold this part with their hands into what they needed it to
be for them in the moment. I reminded them that our parts are welcome and all parts have a role
in the system, but as individuals, they have the power to make these parts what they want them to
be.
Session 4
To close out the intervention process with my group, I structured the last session as a
closing. I began this session the same way as session three by inviting the participants to settle
into the practice, feel their feet on the floor, and notice the rhythm of their breath. I then invited
them to breathe into their four limbs, head, and core to activate the body and bring awareness to
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the self. I then asked them to reflect on the past three sessions together and identify the parts with
which they have worked over the past three weeks. I then asked them to acknowledge each part
by breathing into them just as I invited them to do with their different body parts at the start of
the meditation practice to give each part equal time and energy as well as the space that each part
needed that day. I asked them to notice if the parts may be related to each other and if they were,
why? In addition, I asked them to notice or reflect on whether or not these parts might have a
similar job in their system. To conclude, I ask them to notice how it felt to sit with these parts
together all at the same time before returning to the space. For the artistic processing in this
session, invited the women to reflect upon the different parts that they had worked with over the
past few weeks and how these parts might have allowed them to develop a better understanding
of themselves and their system. I gave them ten minutes to process and I offered writing utensils,
blank paper, and colored pencils. To close, I had them share a movement or gesture that reflected
how their parts were working together in their system or about their experience in general.
Results
After implementing each session, I created a collage to reflect my experience as the
facilitator and around themes and ideas that came up in our post-intervention discussion. I
created a total of four collages (see Appendix A). When engaging in the artistic reflection
process, I allowed myself to cut and paste freely to create a piece that was both authentic and
accurate in reflecting that session. I included images and words that reflected my own experience
facilitating that guided the trajectory of my intervention, as well as images and words that
seemed to encapsulate what the participants got out of that intervention.
The first collage (Figure A1) I created after the first session is titled ‘Discover.’ This
session seemed to just scrape the surface of the work that was going to be done. The movement
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portion of this session did not necessarily produce the outcome that I had intended but still
allowed the participants to engage with their parts in a way that was natural to them. When I
asked the participants to change the quality of the original movement they shared, most
participants changed their movement completely instead of just changing the quality. This
showed me that many of the participants felt they needed to change their relationship with that
part of themselves or let it go completely, represented by the arrows pointing in completely
different directions from each other. Also, the word image that says, "We're far past the days of
hiding," and the that says "What Really Makes Us” aimed to capture the experience of the
participants who shared that their experience was more complex as well as the fact that they had
parts that needed still space to express. The mere fact that the participants noticed this in
themselves during the discussion showed that their parts were surfacing and that there were other
parts present that still needed space. The eyes in Figure A1 (see Appendix A) on the top left
represent the pressure and responsibility I felt as the group leader. As a dance therapist in
training, I felt an immense amount of stress and responsibility to hold the space for the
participants as many of the feelings and emotions that IFS and body-based practices elicit can be
strong and unexpected. In addition, the group members were not yet completely comfortable and
trusting of me as the facilitator. I had been co-leading the group on a small scale for a few
months, but the therapeutic relationship had not been explored or created completely.
The second collage (Figure A2) I created after our second session turned out to be much
more literal than I had intended. The title of this collage is 'Embody.' This collage is the most
chaotic in nature but holds a lot of different symbols within the images. The directive for this
session was rooted in embodying the part that was the most salient for the participants that day.
Each participant had a drastically different experience in this session in comparison to the other
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three. However, the participants agreed that the movement portion of this section allowed them
to relate to each other on a deeper level. This session is the one that introduced the kinesthetic
empathy theme into this project which, to my pleasure, became one of the largest and more
important themes in this project.
The cut and pasted images of different bodies of women aimed to represent the different
experiences of the participants. However, the final image of the different bodies creating one
whole body represented how all of the different experiences created a very recognizable theme.
The theme being kinesthetic empathy and the realization that movement offers an authentic way
to relate to another person. The use of mirroring both with and without words in this session
allowed the participants to hear and embody the experience of the other and how the experience
of the other can be a felt sense as well.
The third collage (Figure A3) I created after session 3 is entitled ‘Handle With Care.’ The
directive for this session involved inviting the participants to hold their chosen part in their hand,
noticing how it felt to hold this part tangibly and molding it into what they wanted it to be that
day. The participants had varying feelings towards their parts and what they felt they needed to
do with them, represented by the different hands and hand gestures in the collage. The
background image (a white and black shadow image) represents the acknowledgment of the parts
that came up for the participants that they did not necessarily choose to work with that day. The
placement of this image in the background is intentional. In the discussion, the topic of
acceptance came up in addition to acknowledgment. In this context, acceptance refers to seeing
each part for what it manifests itself as in the system. Acknowledgment refers to recognizing
each part, instead of ignoring them if they are not necessarily parts one wants to have. We
discussed the difference between acceptance and acknowledgment and how regardless of the
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feelings the participants have towards their parts, each part still works in our system daily to help
us function effectively. Even though individuals may not give every part space to express
themselves each day, it is important to remember that they are always there in the shadows,
ready to be given space.
The multiple images of holding hands represented the nurturing aspect of holding parts in
their hands. Many of the participants shared that they were trying to nurture and hold their parts
with care rather than getting angry at them. In addition, some shared that they made an effort to
not be negative towards this part and identify the positive reasons why it might be there. This
furthers the IFS process by becoming more curious towards one’s parts. The theme of intention
came up in this session as well. Intention in the sense that the participants were invited to do
what they wanted with this part and choose what and how they wanted to mold it. Not only did
this allow the participant's agency and empowerment in their own therapeutic process, but it also
allowed them to learn that is it okay to experience parts differently on different days and that it
can inform a more visceral level of reflection.
The last collage I made after session 4 (Figure A4) is entitled “Why Isn’t Everyon(e)
Talking About This?” This title was inspired by the image of that quote in the collage. This
collage is very organized and neutral in color which was not necessarily my intention but offers
an interesting perspective on the trajectory of this session. The images I chose for this collage
were rooted in the theme of remembering and reflecting on the process in honor of the final
session. In addition, I identified images that were connected to the theme of a functioning system
which was the topic of this session meditation, reflection, and movement processing.
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The discussion portion of this session was very intense and elicited a lot of difficult emotions for
the participants. The experience of questioning different parts and their function in the system
also came up in discussion. When the directive was given about reflecting on parts that had come
up in past sessions, some participants did not remember the other parts they worked with, while
others were able to identify the parts they had worked with and begin to question their job in
their system. The participants who were at this stage were able to rely on their breath for
exploration and remind themselves that no part is bad, but these parts do stem from the past and
it's important to understand them to better understand themselves.
In addition, the topic of anger was very prevalent in our discussion and how women are
taught that anger is a negative emotion. In particular, having anger as a part seemed to be salient
for many of the participants in the discussion as well as the fact many of them were afraid to
explore that part due to the connotations that being angry has for women in general. The title of
this collage was inspired by this part of our discussion, because really…. WHY don’t women
talk more about anger? We discussed how anger is just an emotion and it is not bad or good, but
society teaches women to be quiet and passive and to not feel anger. This session seemed the
most "breakthrough-y" for many of the clients as they were able to identify angry parts and let
them speak. By expressing those angry parts and allowing themselves to do so, they were not
only gaining autonomy in their feelings but also uncovering vitality that may have been being
held back by anger. The angry parts of the self are there for a reason and function in our systems
as such.
Discussion
The intervention I created allowed me to learn, investigate and challenge myself as a
dance/movement therapist. When first began my research, I second-guessed myself many times.
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Sometimes as a dance/movement therapist, I question my ability to be creative and if my ideas
will translate effectively to my clients. Through creating this intervention, I learned that
therapists have to be confident in their ideas for clients to be trustworthy of both themselves and
the therapist. In this intervention specifically, I found that if I went into the session with a clear
picture of my intervention, feeling grounded, and feeling confident in my offering that the
session was more successful in client participation and client open-mindedness. I also learned
that it is okay for intervention structures to change and that it is important to "go with your gut."
Due to the nature of this project and it being my thesis, I struggled with whether or not it was
okay to amend my structure as I progressed with implementation at my internship site. I found
that by focusing on what the therapeutic benefit of the intervention was, I was able to make an
informed decision that would allow my clients more autonomy and freedom of choice.
Creating a meditation structure that aimed to suit the needs of the participants in the group
was no easy feat. It required both time and intention to introduce the processing that was to occur
later in the group. In addition, I needed to make sure that I was not imposing my bias on the
participants and truly allowing them to take themselves on this journey and allowing them
autonomy in their process. This is where the concept of agency was introduced in each session. I
encouraged the participants to work with parts of themselves that they wanted to that day as well
as well as apart that was meaningful to them.
The artistic reflection portion of each session, through art, drawing, or writing is where the
introduction of nonverbal expression began. Instead of immediately discussing what came up in
their meditation process, I offered them space to reflect in writing or artistically before diving
into movement. As many of the participants were not familiar with DMT or the use of movement
in therapy, their artwork served as a jumping-off point for them to engage and reflect upon their

MOVING PARTS: THE INTEGRATION OF IFS AND DMT

28

inner sensation before creating movement that reflected what process was occurring in that
session. This also allowed the participants to engage with their parts on a nonverbal level that
was meaningful to their process.
The role of kinesthetic empathy in this project turned out to be much more of a focus than
I had originally expected. This was not a theme that I expected to come up at all due to the
introspective nature of IFS work. However, when one of the participants shared a feeling that she
was able to relate to everyone’s movement I worked to foster kinesthetic empathy in each
session by using mirroring and repetition of mirroring. In addition, I facilitated a process of
choreographing everyone’s movements together to create a group phrase for that session. This
allowed each person to feel as though they contributed to the group, as well as fostering a sense
of solidarity in the work. Each person was given space to be seen and heard physically and were
able to connect to each other on a body level.
This entire structure as a whole lends itself to engage clients in a self-exploration. The
work of IFS in and of itself offers a framework for individuals to explore the many parts of
themselves and the root of the parts. However, adding in a body component and placing the
focus on an internal meditation allows for the individual to become attuned to themselves.
Although meditation is not inherently movement or "DMT" the concept behind meditation,
focusing on the breath and turning the focus inward to notice bodily sensations is rooted in the
theory of DMT. The integration of the body with the mind and the parts that make up the self can
create new pathways to finding purpose, vitality, and a more solidified sense of self, which it did
for the participants in my study.
For others who are interested in exploring this integration of frameworks, I would
recommend facilitating more sessions, setting aside more time for movement processing, and
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including a broader population. I felt as though there was still a lot of work to be done at the end
of my four sessions and that the participants were just scratching the surface of finding their
sense of self. This process is likely a lifelong journey but may contribute to the field more
accurately with more sessions. I would also recommend allowing more time for movement
processing as well. Due to the time limit of the group, I had to cut the movement portion short a
few times to accommodate. Looking back, I wish I cut the time somewhere else in the structure
as I felt I sometimes offered too long of a time for artwork or writing. Last, due to COVID
capacity restrictions at my site, this group was only comprised of five women. In the future, I
would recommend a larger group size to allow for more insight and research as well as different
populations that include genders other than female and people of color.
Conclusion
The integration of internal family systems and dance/movement therapy is a combination
of frameworks that allows therapeutic work to be beneficial and meaningful to the client.
The structure I created, coupled with the integration of DMT and IFS and the many themes that
surfaced throughout this work can be used and adapted to serve several populations. I truly did
not expect the range of themes that I identified as well as the vast contribution and willingness to
be vulnerable from the participants with which I worked. These two frameworks together can
provide a context for individuals to truly explore themselves on a level that is more internally
focused and visceral. I look forward to exploring this integration of frameworks in my future
work and building upon this structure that I have created to foster a sense of self and purpose in
my clients.
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Appendix A
The figure below are the collages referred to in the Results section of this paper. Each collage is
reflective of the themes that arose in discussion after the session took place.

Figure A2

Figure A1

"Discover"

"Embody"
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Figure A4

Figure A3

“Handle With Care"

"Why Isn't Everyon(e) Talking About This?"
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